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Abstract

The purpose of this study is to analyze the Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women, Girls, and TwoSpirited People (MMIWG2S) social movement via content analysis and interviews. The study includes
analyzing a sample of 50 videos posted to the social media platform TikTok, and an interview with a user
who posts videos about MMIWG2S. TikTok uses a unique algorithm to tailor users’ feeds based on the
types of videos with which they watch and interact. This allows for the creation of an online community
that shares common interests with one another, especially in a time where communication methods have
changed significantly. Analyzing videos related to the movement allows for emergent themes and trends to
be found within the posts. Doing so aids in understanding what these individuals want the general public to
know about a movement that means so much to them. The subsequent interviews allow for a deeper
comprehension of the role social media, specifically TikTok, plays in responding to the MMIWG2S social
movement.
Keywords: TikTok, social movements, Indigenous, MMIW, MMIWG2S, MMIP, social media
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TikTok & The Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women, Girls, and Two-Spirit
People Movement
The Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women, Girls, and Two-Spirited People
(MMIWG2S) movement addresses an epidemic that is greatly underreported in the
media. Four out of five Indigenous women have or will experience violence in their
lifetime; these women are being abused, taken, and, in many cases, killed, at an alarming
rate (Urban Indian Health Institute 2018). Investigation of these challenges is difficult
due to a lack of communication between state, local, and tribal law enforcement. Because
of this disconnect, Indigenous people have taken up the responsibility of fighting for the
women in their communities to receive the justice they deserve.
According to the National Institute of Justice, 84% of Indigenous women have or
will experience violence within their lifetime (2016). Federal records also show that
American Indian and Alaska Native women are 1.2 times as likely as non-Hispanic
white-only women to have experienced violence in their lifetime and 1.7 times as likely
to have experienced violence in the past year (Rosay 2016). These women are not only
subject to violence, but also the potential to go missing or be murdered. The National
Crime Information Center reports that, in 2016, there were 5,712 reports of missing
American Indian and Alaska Native women and girls. Despite this staggering number, the
US Department of Justice’s federal missing persons database only logged 116 cases
(2018). According to those within the MMIWG2S movement, this disparity exists
because the federal government has failed to bridge the gap between their responsibilities
and tribal government responsibilities in regards to safeguarding the lives of Indigenous
women (Flay 2016). So, while murder is the third leading cause of death for Indigenous
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women (Centers for Disease Control 2018), there is a lack of communication between
state, local, and tribal law enforcement to begin investigating these cases.
The Internet and, more recently, social media have created new avenues for both
sharing and collecting data (Andreotta et al. 2019). Specifically, social media has allowed
for Indigenous people and advocates for the MMIWG2S movement to seek out justice for
MMIWG2S cases and those affected by this issue via Facebook pages, websites,
hashtags, and posts. For research purposes, social media offers an opportunity to collect
data without intrusive data collection procedures. Additionally, social media allows users
to connect with one another and create an online community. In these communities, users
create content to share their accounts, raise awareness about pertinent issues, and
hopefully incite change.
The MMIWG2S movement has a powerful social media presence; advocates for
awareness post under hashtags such as, #MMIW, #MMIWG2S, #nomorestolensisters,
and #notinvisible. Hashtags are a means of connecting social media content to a specific
topic, theme, or conversation. In this instance, the topic at hand is the MMIWG2S
movement. The newly popular social media platform, TikTok, has a large presence of
Indigenous creators that post under these hashtags. The creators post original videos
raising awareness for MMIWG2S, share personal stories of friends and family who have
gone missing or been murdered, and creatively express ways to speak out about the social
movement.
There is a deficit of accurate data that successfully illustrates the gravity of the
MMIWG2S movement. Using the data that is available, sociologists have primarily
studied the movement through a lens of violence against women (Flay 2017) and settler
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colonialism (Dunbar-Ortiz 2014). Many studies use phrases such as “shedding light” and
“drawing attention to” when referring to the MMIWG2S movement, indicating the lack
of knowledge and awarness surrounding missing and murdered Indigenous women.
Because social media provides an avenue to do such things, the impact that platforms
such as TikTok have had on this movement is integrated into the research question.
To develop my research question, I spent May through August 2021 collecting
TikTok data on the MMIWG2S movement and identifying emergent themes among the
most relevant videos. Based on these themes, I propose the question, How do advocates
use social media to advocate for the Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women, Girls,
and Two-Spirit people movement? The purpose of this study is to delve deeper into the
themes that emerged from the summer research via a thorough content analysis and an
interview with a creator who posts TikTok videos related to the MMIWG2S movement. I
have been following this creator, @storiesofthestolen, since the beginning of this project
and I ask them questions about their usage of social media, specifically TikTok, as a
method of responding to the MMIWG2S movement. The interview includes questions
about their videos, MMIWG2S advocacy more broadly, MMIWG2S social media
activism, and their thoughts on the efficacy of social media activism. Additionally, I
inquire about the themes that emerged from their content and ask if I perceived an
accurate reflection of what they wanted viewers to take away from their videos.
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Literature Review
MMIWG2S Movement
American Indian and Alaska Native women are 1.2 times as likely as
non-Hispanic white-only women to have experienced violence in their lifetime and 1.7
times as likely to have experienced violence in the past year (Rosay 2016). Overall, 84%
of Indigenous women in the U.S. have experienced violence within their lifetime or are
likely to experience violence at some point during their lifetime (2016). Additionally,
records show that Indigenous women are not only subject to violence, but also the
potential to go missing or be murdered. Murder is the third leading cause of death for
Indigenous women (Centers for Disease Control 2018); in 2016, there were 5,712 reports
of missing American Indian and Alaska Native women and girls (National Crime
Information Center). Despite this staggering number, the US Department of Justice’s
federal missing persons database only logged 116 cases (2018). This clear disparity was
addressed by a report released from the U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO)
in November 2021. In the report, the director of the GAO’s Homeland Security and
Justice team ackonwledges that the full scope of information about the missing and
murdered is unknown due to the absence of a single database to keep track of cases
(Silversmith 2021). Lack of data, little to no follow-through with cases, and legacies of
historical racism and prejudice have contributed to Indigenous people’s mistrust of law
enforcement agencies, leaving unknown amounts of cases unreported and, therefore,
uninvestigated. This cycle of underreporting will hopefully cease if the U.S. Department
of Justice follows through with recommendations from the GAO report and continued
partnership with Indigenous communities.
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Settler Colonialism
Most education about the history of the United States is rooted in a false
consensual national, euro-centric narrative. Settlers were attracted to the seemingly “free”
land, inspired by manifest destiny that implied that the land was divinely theirs. Referring
to the United States as a “colonialist settler-state” is not an accusation, but instead a
historical reality (Dunbar-Ortiz 2014). Colonists settled on land occupied by another
group of people and created a state; to ignore this fact is to erase Indigenous people.
While Indigenous people were acknowledged in the history of the United States, there are
mainstream misconceptions of their attitudes and interactions with colonists. The
widely-perceived idea of “gift-giving Indians” that were credited with corn, beans, log
cabins, Thanksgiving — the list goes on — acts as a smokescreen to the reality of settler
colonial practices. Truth be told, the existence of the United States is the direct result of
looting an entire continent and its resources, with the ultimate goal of terminating
Indigenous peoples’ existence (2014).
By definition, Indigenous people are victims of near-genocide. Per the UN
Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, ratified by the
US Senate in 1988, any one of five acts is considered genocide if “committed with intent
to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial, or religious group”: killing
members of the group; causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group;
deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical
destruction in whole or in part; imposing measures intended to prevent births within the
group; forcibly transferring children of the group to another group (Dunbar-Ortiz
2014:8). Although they are less overt, the effects of these genocidal tendencies persist to
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this day. When man camps and large pipeline projects disrupt the sacred grounds of
Indigenous land and effectively tear apart communities while doing so, the settler
colonialism effects are felt by Indigenous communities.
Settler colonialism in general requires violence or the threat of violence to attain
its goals; people do not simply “hand over their land, resources, children, and futures” to
foreigners who forcibly enter their homeland “without a fight, and that fight is met with
violence” (Dunbar-Ortiz 2014:8). Since the founding of the United States, Indigenous
people have actively survived genocide by means of resistance, and today, Indigenous
nations and communities continue to resist the legacy of settler colonialism. Additionally,
they are still experiencing human rights violations that have persisted for generations.
The UN describes these violations as “deep, systemic, and widespread” (United Nations
2010). For example, Indigenous land is stolen and developed during projects such as
pipeline construction, violating sacred spaces. During these projects, man camps are built
for primarily non-Indigenous workers, not only disrupting the infrastructure of
Indigenous communities, but also leading to increased rates of human trafficking, sex
trafficking, and people going missing and being murdered (Stern 2021). The Land Back
movement, an intersectional movement for racial justice by Indigenous peoples, works to
address the theft of Indigenous lands and their destruction through resource extraction —
one of the many goals of this “multi-issue and long-term approach for movement
building work to unify Indigenous peoples” (Pieratos and Two Bulls 2021). Those
defending their land are often met with force from police departments and false charges
(2021). So, widespread human rights violations against Indigenous peoples are not only
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occurring today, they are also an interconnected web of violations contributing to one
another.
Violence Against Women
The symbolic representation of Indigenous women as “squaw,” “princess,” and
“sexually promiscuous,” historically perpetuated by European colonizers, leads to the
sexual victimization of Indigenous women today (Watson 2018:208). One act of
colonization included state governments hiring white men to kill Indigenous people; rape
and sexual assault of Indigenous women was a “routine” part of these killings (Flay
2017:241). Furthermore, as federally-funded Indian boarding schools were founded in an
effort to assimilate Indigeous people to Euro-Western way of life, sexual abuse was often
committed at the hands of boarding school staff (Flay 2017). Time and time again,
government employees and people in positions of power abused their status in order to
sexually victimize Indigenous people, specifically women and children. So, the discourse
surrounding Indigenous women, rooted in these instances of violence, sexual
victimization, and marginalization persists today as the lasting effects of colonialism are
often accepted into societal “norms.” More recently, this notion can be seen in the 1978
U.S. Supreme Court ruling that stated tribes did not have criminal jurisdiction over
non-Indigenous people committing crimes against Indigenous people, even when crimes
were committed in Indian Country (Watson 2018). This resulted in non-Indigenous
people who committed crimes of sexual violence, intimate partner violence, stalking —
just to name a few — to be ineligible for prosecution in tribal courts. The Violence
Against Women Reauthorization Act of 2013 partially amended this issue by providng
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federally recognized tribes with “special domestic violence criminal jurisdiction” to
prosecute certain cases involving non-Indigenous people.
On reservations, incidents of sexual assault and rape of Indigenous women have
reached “epidemic” proportions; one in three American Indian or Alaska Native (AI/AN)
women will be raped or sexually assaulted in their lifetimes (Kastelic 2014) and they are
2.5 times more likely to experience sexual assault or rape than women of other races
(Tjaden and Thoennes 2000). Sexual violence against AI/AN women is often committed
by non-native men, which is arguably a result of the settler colonialism mentioned
previously.
In recent reauthorization efforts of the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA),
there have been discussions surrounding widening the scope of protections for women.
Prior or current intimate or romantic relationships between the victim and the perpetrator
are required in order to be protected by VAWA; victims who do not fall into these
categories are left unprotected. Some scholars argue for a “stranger and acquaintance
violence” amendment to be included in VAWA (Flay 2017:260). This amendment would
aid the missing and murdered because the violence they face is often committed by
someone with whom they do not have a current intimate or romantic relationship.
The specifics of the proposed amendment would cover parties “with an ongoing
social or work relationship, engaged in a brief romantic or non-romantic engagement, and
with no current or previous relationship between them” (Flay 2017:236). Adding this
amendment allows for VAWA to protect all women from sexually violent crimes - the
original intent of the act itself. Furthermore, due to jurisdictional restrictions, the legal
response to sexual violence in Indian Country falls short. Sexual assault cases are not
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able to be properly examined due to loopholes in federal and Indian law courts. Rape and
sexual assault are crimes that are under the jurisdiction of federal law, even if the crime is
committed in Indian Country. Federal prosecutors decline to prosecute around 75% of
violent crimes reported in Indian Country; 67% of these crimes are cases of sexual
violence (Flay 2017). These statistics alone are alarming and they become even more
startling when the Department of Justice has stated that it believes only half of all sexual
assault incidents are reported to law enforcement. Legal loopholes among federal court
systems and Indian court systems, coupled with underreporting of sexual violence crimes,
create a “cyclical pattern of silence” among Indigenous women (Flay 2017:240).
Social Media Activism
While it is clear that violence against Indigenous women has persisted for
centuries, the MMIWG2S movement was established as a grassroots effort that gained
traction around 2015, the year the movement had its first official gathering. Prior to the
official establishment of the MMIWG2S movement, and ever since, advocates for the
missing and murdered have fought for the reauthorization of VAWA and similar
legislation. In addition to advocating by means of legislation, protests, and gatherings, the
movement has since spread to social media as a method of raising awareness and inciting
change through digital activism.
The MMIWG2S movement has a powerful social media presence. In particular,
the popular social media platform, TikTok, has a large presence of Indigenous creators
that post MMIWG2S-related content. The creators post original videos raising awareness
for MMIWG2S, sharing personal connections and stories of friends and family who have
gone missing or been murdered, and creatively expressing ways to speak about the social
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movement. Because TikTok videos range from 15 seconds to 3 minutes, they are an
accessible and cost-efficient method for sharing messages and information. While some
users pick up their phone and film a “live” video on the spot, other users labor over
producing a high-quality TikTok. Good lighting, text added to the video, and closed
captions can contribute to the overall quality of the video, resulting in more users being
willing to watch and interact with videos that seem to be premium quality. All sorts of
videos go viral on TikTok - labor intensive and not - but the work put into creating high
quality advocacy-centered videos is important to acknowledge.
Social media is the most common gateway into the realm of digital activism,
despite social media not necessarily being created with activism in mind (Harlow and
Guo 2014). Technology can serve as a double-edged sword, as it enhances public access
to addressing the MMIWG2S crisis while simultaneously raising serious issues related to
the dignity and privacy of Indigenous women and girls (Bailey and Shayan 2016).
Although it is a powerful resource, the usage of technology was influenced by
colonialism, misogyny, and racism, which all contribute to the MMIWG2S crisis.
Technology is used to facilitate the trafficking, exploitation, and abuse of Indigenous
women (Bailey and Shayan 2016). Additionally, there is a need to address how
technology interacts with other factors that play into the MMIWG2S epidemic.
Civil unrest has led individuals to utilize social media platforms as a means of
advocacy for more than ten years. Most notably, in 2010, the Arab Spring used Facebook
to “educate, organize, encourage public opinion, and mobilize support” (Davison
2015:7). Furthermore, in the United States, the 2017 Women’s March mobilized massive
amounts of participants, partially due to activists’ use of digital and social media
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(Einwohner and Rochford 2019). Social media was both important and effective in the
Arab Spring revolutions and the Women’s March; those who engaged in the movements
were empowered to take action because of the communities found within networks that
were created online.
More recently, the Black Lives Matter movement (BLM) had a widespread social
media presence after the public murder of George Floyd. Activists used hashtags such as
#BlackLivesMatter and #BlackOutTuesday to spread awareness and anti racism efforts.
The origin of “Blackout Tuesday” was the hashtag, #TheShowMustBePaused, which was
created by two Black female music executives. They intended the usage of the hashtag,
coupled with an image of a black square, to be an action within the music industry to
initiate a strike to halt music production on June 2, 2020 in order to highlight the
contributions of Black music artists and industry members (Uca 2021). The intentions of
their action became unclear; while many social media users shared the hashtag in good
faith, sharing resources and amplifying Black voices, other people felt peer-pressured
into posting the black square in fear of being seen as racist if they did not post. Although
the usage of #BlackLivesMatter under advocacy-related posts allowed for the spread of
information and advocacy resources, it simultaneously clogged the feeds of people who
utilized the hashtag as a means of spreading time-sensitive information in regards to
protests and organized events (Uca 2021). In other words, social media advocacy tools
can be more hurtful than helpful when used in misinformed ways.
The MMIWG2S movement is no stranger to the misuse of a well-intended
hashtag. In 2014, a woman created the hashtag #AmINext after the highly publicized
disappearance and murder of her cousin. This social media campaign encouraged
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Indigenous women to post photos to Twitter and Facebook of themselves holding up
signs that read #AmINext; it then turned into a campaign of resilience in which women
instead posted pictures of themselves with the hashtag #ImNotNext. The reason for this
change in hashtag is rooted in the suggestion that Indigenous women are inherently
victims and rapeable (Watson 2018). Transitioning from #AmINext to the assertion
#ImNotNext allowed Indigenous women to resist their symbolic oppression, as they are
often seen as dirty, sexually violable, and rapeable in a colonial lens. Colonial discourse
overpowers the mainstream media; “oppression is produced by discourse...and is
produced when certain discourses are cited over and over” (Watson 2018:208).
Furthermore, in 2021, the hashtag “#PreventMMIW” circulated around TikTok.
Users posted videos under the hashtag with the intention of stating that they do not plan
to go missing or cut off communication with those around them. They also state their
appearance, height, and weight - information that would typically be included in a
missing person report. At first glance, these videos seem like a smart way to share
information in case something does happen to these individuals. However, after watching
a follow-up video from the woman who created the hashtag and “trend”, the Indigenous
TikTok community decided that this was not a safe practice and could actually draw
attention to the individuals posting this sort of information. Additionally, it takes away
the focus from individuals who are missing. The creator of the hashtag urged the
individuals who used the hashtag and posted these sorts of videos to delete their posts
and, instead, share this important information with the people closest to them.
Beyond dangerous misuse of well-intended hashtags, there is a general discourse
present online that tends to vilify and dehumanize Indigenous women. Many online posts
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about Indigenous women perpetuate a racialized violent discourse, which has roots in the
colonial, misogynistic, and racist influence of social media (Moeke-Pickering et al.
2018). Indigenous women often become the target of violence because of “raced, classed,
and gendered positions, as a consequence of colonization” (Watson 2018:205). Moreover,
while this discourse created to harm Indigenous women can be combated with online
advocacy, social media cannot be the only method of responding to the MMIWG2S
movement.
TikTok is a newer platform for social media activism purposes. TikTok users who
utilize it as a social advocacy platform say that, “[on TikTok,] content creation practices
are typical and expected, motivation and inspiration for posting social activist content
comes from a wide range of personal sources” (Le Compte and Klug 2021:1). Also,
social activism has communities on TikTok that provide encouragement and discussion.
Furthermore, “engagement and interaction with other activists and viewers is a crucial
part of content creation as well as social activism” (2021:1). The main driving force
behind picking TikTok over other platforms is “the ability to spread messages much
farther with less effort” (2021:1). While TikTok is undeniably a useful tool in spreading
information and building online communities, there are gaps in research in regards to the
long-term and generalizable impacts of TikTok advocacy. This does not discount the
importance of any findings in this research; as more work is done researching TikTok as
an advocacy platform, the gaps will begin to fill.
Methods
This study is a content analysis of TikTok videos. The content analysis is
complemented by data from an interview with a content creator. The goal of this analysis
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is to answer the question: How do activists use social media to advocate for the Missing
and Murdered Indigenous Women, Girls, and Two-Spirited people movement?
The content analysis portion of the research involves continuously viewing posts
made on the social media platform, TikTok, and analyzing them using a hashtag-based
approach. TikTok is a relevant social media platform on which to conduct this research
because so many videos are posted on the topic of MMIWG2S; videos posted with the
hashtag “MMIW” currently have over 310 million views. This is just a drop in the bucket
of videos posted with other MMIWG2S-related hashtags — or no hashtags at all.
I began the content analysis by watching videos tagged with the most widely used
hashtags in the MMIWG2S movement (e.g., #MMIW, #MMIWG2S,
#nomorestolensisters, #notinvisible, etc.), which allowed for emergent themes and trends
within the posts to present themselves. The data includes both a representative sample
from posts using the hashtags and a snowball sample of posts from both Indigenous
creators that are followed on my research-oriented TikTok account and additional
creators that appeared on my curated “for you page.”
In order to keep the videos for the entirety of the research, I downloaded the video
files from TikTok and saved them in a Google Drive folder. The “download” function on
TikTok is useful for data gathering because it allows for the videos to be easily saved as
files, to then be uploaded to data analysis software. TikTok users have the option to turn
off the “download” function for videos that they do not want viewers to save. Users can
also make their account private so that only those who they accept to follow their account
can view their videos. All of the videos downloaded for this research are public videos
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that were able to be downloaded. After downloading a collection of TikToks, I analyzed
the videos using NVivo qualitative data analysis software.
Multiple rounds of data coding occured. The first round of coding was fully
inductive; I analyzed all the videos in order to have codes emerge. The second round of
coding refined the emergent codes into specific themes. The final analysis involved
looking at the codes separately and finding commonalities, themes, and frequent images.
After watching TikTok videos during the Dean’s Summer 2021 Research program, the
following themes emerged: Awareness, Information (sub-themes: MMIWG2S Cases,
Stats), Personal Connection, Prevention, Resources, Symbols (sub-themes: Red Hand,
Music, Indigenous Custom or Practice). I continued to use these themes to code videos
from August 2021 until February 2022, when I completed my content analysis.
I created a set of interview questions based on the themes from content analysis
results about online activism and the content creators’ goals in regards to posting
MMIWG2S content on TikTok. I planned to conduct these interviews over Zoom with
TikTok creators who post content about MMIWG2S. I contacted potential interviewees
by reaching out to a collection of the accounts I follow on TikTok. This presented a
number of challenges, many of which highlight some of the limitations of social media
activism. I could not reach out to many of the creators via TikTok direct message because
users only have the capability to message one another if they mutually follow each
other’s accounts. I followed many creators, but most did not follow me back, so I was
unable to direct message them via TikTok. Some creators did not link any contact
information to their account, making it difficult to find any way to reach out to them. For
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those who did link contact information to their TikTok account, I either reached out via
Instagram direct message, Facebook Messenger, or email.
In addition to facing some limitations in contacting TikTok creators, I also
recognize that the MMIWG2S movement is a very sensitive topic that some people are
not comfortable talking about in an interview/research setting. For this reason, some
people declined the offer to be interviewed. This factor, combined with difficulty
contacting people and some users not responding to my messages, resulted in a limited
number of interviews. After receiving initial responses from potential interviewees, I was
able to speak with one creator. We discussed their posts and goals of raising awareness
for the MMIWG2S movement. This interview serves as an opportunity for the creator to
discuss the common themes that emerged in the videos, share her personal thoughts, and
amplify their voice. Prior to conducting the interview, the interviewee acknowledged an
IRB-approved “invitation to participate” document, which outlines any ethical concerns
related to the research and informs the participant that they are able to withdraw from the
interview at any point. Before starting the Zoom recording, I asked the interviewee for
their consent to record the call. Once I had their consent, I began recording and
confirmed once more that I have their consent to record the meeting. When conducting
interviews, the interviewee’s identity was confidential; their name is not included in the
interview transcription. Once the interview concluded, I asked for permission to include
the participant’s social media username in the final publication of my research so that I
can amplify their voice and share their account with any readers. Again, only the
information I am given consent to use is included in my research. I downloaded the Zoom
audio and transcribed using Zoom’s transcription function. I have edited the quotations
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included in this publication for clarity and removed repetitive phrases such as “like,” and
“um.”
A triangulation of data - background research about indigeneity and Indigenous
experiences (specifically women), emergent themes from the TikTok videos, and the
interview conversation allow for an in-depth analysis of the MMIWG2S movement and
its space in the realm of social media. This project as a whole contributes to the body of
knowledge regarding violence against Indigenous women and the MMIWG2S
movement. As a white woman of European descent, I understand that I am not a part of
the population affected by the MMIWG2S movement. The purpose of my research is to
amplify the voices of those impacted by this epidemic; in no way do I intend to speak for
Indigenous peoples’ experiences, especially in regards to such a personal and important
topic.
Results
Table 1 represents the frequencies of how often each code was referenced among
the downloaded TikTok videos. The majority of the TikTok videos in the sample
contained content intended to raise awareness about MMIWG2S: out of the 50 TikTok
videos, 43, or 86% of the total sample received the code for Awareness. I coded this
theme 70 times across the videos, meaning that it appeared multiple times within some
videos. As illustrated below, such content also included information about MMIWG2S
cases and statistics; these videos additionally shared personal connections, prevention
measures, and resources for further research, and sharing knowledge about specific cases.
Throughout the videos there are symbols that add deeper meaning to the videos,
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including music, Indigenous customs and practices (i.e. dancing, smudging, praying,
etc.), and the most widely-used imagery within the movement, the red hand. The red hand
appears so often because it is a testament to the thousands of women who have
experienced violence and been silenced; it is red because many Indigenous people believe
that red is the only color that spirits can see.
Table 1: Frequencies of Codes
Number of Posts with Code
(N = 50)a, b

Code

Frequency of Codec

Awareness

43

86%

70

Information

20

40%

24

MMIWG2S Cases

19

38%

29

Stats

21

42%

45

Personal Connection

15

30%

30

Prevention

11

22%

14

Resources

6

12%

12

Symbols

3

6%

4

Indigenous Custom or Practice

5

10%

7

Music

13

26%

19

Red Hand

27

54%

37

a

Number of posts that contain each code.
Because each post can have more than one code, subtotals do not add to totals and totals do not add to 50.
c
Number of times each code is found across all the posts.
b

I discussed the emergent themes of the TikTok videos with a content creator, who
posts on TikTok under the username @storiesofthestolen. This interview informed my
findings and conclusions about the emergent themes. When asked about the goals of
posting her videos, she shared: “I do think most of it is awareness…I don’t think about it
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consciously, but yeah, when I post, I do think I have a goal, most of which is awareness,
but it depends on the video.” In addition to posting in order to raise awareness, she
explained that she posts specific stories to inform her viewers about instances that she
could have been put in danger and potentially trafficked, urging people to be aware of
their surroundings. When posting about MMIWG2S cases, her ultimate goal is to raise
awareness.
The sub themes for awareness can be grouped into three broader categories:
spreading awareness, sharing information, and prevention measures. Figure 1 presents an
example of a post that was coded to Awareness. This screenshot depicts a collection of
hashtags used within the movement. In the video, this creator talks about honoring and
bringing awareness to all stolen sisters. She does so by wearing red. I also coded this post
with Music and Red Hand because an Indigenous song is playing in the background and
the woman places a red hand over her mouth.
Fig. 1 Awareness

"Today we honor all our stolen sisters. Red is the only color
the spirits can see. Red is calling back the spirits of our
sisters, to be among family, friends & community — all those
that love her — so that we can give her a voice again." via
@deebeeno on TikTok.
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Figure 2 is a screenshot from a video in which this woman expresses that women
do not die from hypothermia, exposure, natural causes, etc. — which is how many
investigations wrongly explain these missing women, children, and two-spirit people’s
deaths — instead of seeking out information about how they went missing and could
have potentially been murdered. This TikTok user speaks truth to power by sharing
information; she raises awareness of how these women die while also identifying the true
source of the problem: settler colonialism, racism, and violence against women.
Fig. 2 Information

"Our native Women don't die from hypothermia, exposure, or
natural causes. Our native women die from neglect. Our
native women die from society pushing this off to the side and
not listening to us. Our native women die from the system
failing us and not valuing our lives only seeing us as savages
and drunks. That is what our native women die from." via
@isabellaoldelk on TikTok.

The final broader theme, prevention measures, is encapsulated by the safety PSA
seen in Figure 3. The woman in the video, an MMIW survivor and advocate herself, is
urging young Indigenous girls and women to stop posting their personal information on
social media in an effort to let the public know their distinguishing characteristics in case
they go missing. She instead urges these women and girls to share this information with
their close family and friends because people could misuse this information if posted.
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Fig. 3 Prevention
"...There are thousands of predators on these apps that are
literally looking for vulnerable native girls and women. From
a survivor and advocate point of view, please...tell your
friends, family, and close circle where you're at, but do not
make all your information public. It is so dangerous, and you
are just putting yourself in danger doing that. Please stop
doing that. We don't need any more MMIW." via
@gigi_gidagaakoons on TikTok.

Along the lines of raising awareness and spreading information comes people
sharing stories of personal experiences and shedding light on MMIWG2S cases. These
videos can be more vulnerable and emotional because the creator discusses details of real
MMIWG2S cases, some of which are relatives or loved ones. When discussing how she
makes videos about specific MMIWG2S cases, @storiesofthestolen shared, “I make
videos preparing for the victim's whole family to watch it. That's basically what I think
about before I make a video. And I think about if my sister went missing and was killed,
how I would want her to be talked about.”
These types of videos tend to face censorship issues because videos that contain
words such as death, murdered, and missing are odten removed from TikTok as a form of
digital censorship. @storiesofthestolen expressed frustration in the interview, stating, “I
have to be very careful about what I say and even when I use screenshots of articles, I
have to blur out certain words or [TikTok] will take it down.” Figure 4 is a screenshot of
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a video that includes images of hundreds of missing and murdered Indigenous people.
The word murdered is typed with “3” replacing “e” so the video can surpass digital
censorship attempts. While digital censorship guidelines on social media platforms are
intended to prevent violence, hate speech, etc. they can tend to simultaneously prevent
conversations surrounding violence — which is the case in videos that discuss people
going missing and being murdered.
Fig. 4 MMIWG2S Cases

Fig. 5 Indigenous Custom or Practice

Fig. 6 Red Hand
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As mentioned previously, symbolism is present throughout MMIWG2S advocacy
videos. Figure 5 not only shows a woman wearing traditional Indigenous clothing and
dancing to an Indigenous song; it also shares a variety of MMIWG2S statistics
throughout the video. Thus, this TikTok was coded under Indigenous Custom or Practice,
Music, and Stats. Similarly, Figure 6 was coded under Indigenous Custom or Practice
and Red Hand because the woman in the video is wearing traditional Indigenous clothing
and has the symbol of a red hand covering her mouth. It is red because some Indigenous
people believe that it is the only color that spirits can see, and it is a hand to symbolize
the thousands of women who have experienced violence and been silenced. TikTok
creators use these visual and sound elements to simultaneously share their culture and use
their platform to share information about the MMIWG2S movement. I discuss these
themes and findings further below.
Discussion
This collection of TikTok videos, in addition to the interview with
@storiesofthestolen, show that the MMIWG2S movement has a powerful presence on
social media. Advocacy posts on TikTok about this movement primarily spread
awareness about the missing and murdered, while simultaeneously using symbols and
practices to share Indigenous culture throughout the videos. Studying a selection of these
videos is important because it raises awareness and amplifies the voices of the TikTok
creators who post about a movement that is oftentimes not properly addressed in the
media. I chose TikTok as the platform I wanted to study because there are gaps in
research in regards to the long-term and generalizable impacts of TikTok advocacy; the

24
app has existed for less than six years, yet many flock to the app to use it as a
video-sharing platform for a variety of topics, including activism.
This research contributes to the limited body of knowledge that exists within the
realm of TikTok activism and validates that the main driving force behind picking TikTok
over other platforms is “the ability to spread messages much farther with less effort” and
“engagement and interaction with other activists and viewers” (Le Compte and Klug
2021:1). During our interview, @storiesofthestolen shared the same sentiment, saying:
“A lot of people comment on my videos. [Saying things] like, ‘I live 20 minutes
away from where this happened’ and ‘I've never heard of this’ and that's really
what kept me going in the beginning because the way that people didn't know
about any of this and I just know about it because I'm interested in it and I've
looked at these cases for a long time. There's maybe fifty people who comment on
every single one of my videos. And if I don't post for a while, they'll comment
and ask ‘Where are you?’ or something like that. There are a lot of people I've
met on TikTok and that I talk to almost every day now and there's a couple
women that I've met through TikTok… and we have since become friends and
talk about local cases together. It’s a different way to talk to people about things
and I find that I'm just grateful that people are actually interested in the same
thing that I am.”
The themes and findings from the videos and interview proved to be a useful tool in
understanding how advocates use TikTok to advocate for the MMIWG2S movement. In
addition to the overwhelming number of videos that were coded with Awareness, 40% of
videos were posted to spread information, 30% discussed MMIWG2S cases, and 42%
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shared statistics relevant to the movement. By sharing these cases and statistics in TikTok
videos, which have the capability to reach millions of people, activists hope to inspire
action at the federal level to address the thousands of reports of missing Indigenous
individuals that are not logged in the federal missing persons database (Centers for
Disease Control 2018).
The alarming statistics about MMIWG2S cases unsurprisingly lead to speculation
about those who have gone missing or been murdered. Speculation does nothing but take
away from the validity of cases and the efforts to seek justice for the missing and
murdered; @storiesofthestolen has felt frustration as someone who uses TikTok as a form
of advocacy because she feels that, “people can be extremely toxic and not only victim
blaming, but speculating and [posting] comments like, ‘Oh, maybe they went into this.
Oh, maybe they went into this.’ It's okay. Maybe they did, but we don't know that. All we
know right now is they're missing. They were last seen here. And that's what matters at
this point.” This not only strays away from the pursuit of seeking justice, but also begins
to fictionalize these very real cases at a time when podcasts and TV shows about true
crime are very popular. @storiesofthestolen additionally shared, “This is true crime. This
is true. Like, this is real, this isn't a horror movie that Stephen King made up. This
happened. And that's what people forget.” This sentiment echoes the lasting effects of
settler colonialism and violence against women. Instead of being treated as worthy people
who deserve to be looked for, Indigenous people who have gone missing or been
murdered are sexually vicitimized, accused of getting themselves into dangerous
situations, and overall not given the respect they deserve. Although most activists stray
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away from speculation, it is a persistent problem when posts go viral, reaching a wider
audience, and users begin to speculate in the comment section of posts.
The creators of MMIWG2S-related advocacy videos utilize tools such as hashtags
to help their content be found by people looking for videos related to the movement. The
MMIWG2S movement has experienced misuse of this tool, as seen in the hashtags
#AmINext on Twitter and #PreventMMIW on TikTok. Most often, the most widely-used
hashtags within the movement were not misused. These common hashtags, including
#MMIW, #MMIWG2S, #nomorestolensisters, and #notinvisible, were tagged in a
majority of the video captions within my sample. Very few — if any — videos that used
these hashtags were unrelated to the movement. Unlike the images of a black square
posted with #BlackLivesMatter in the caption, which effectively clogged users’ feeds
who were using the hashtag as a means of spreading time-sensitive information about
protests and organized events, the hashtags used within the MMIWG2S movement
usually amplify creators’ voices and allow for information to be properly shared.
TikTok’s “duet” function makes amplifying creators’ voices even easier because it
allows users to post their video side-by-side with a video from another creator on TikTok.
A “duet” contains two videos in a split screen that play at the same time, so a creator can
essentially respond to another user’s pre-existing video and use their platform to draw
attention to information that another user has already shared. @storiesofthestolen often
uses this tool — she shared that, “I try my best to not speak over people who are already
talking. If someone's already made a video about something and I want to talk about it,
I'll just duet them instead of making my own video.”
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The practice of “duetting” other creators within the MMIWG2S movement is
important because it amplifies Indigenous creators’ and advocates’ voices. This essential
engagement and interaction between users is why so many have started using TikTok as a
means of activism. Furthermore, posting on TikTok is a creative way for Indigenous
people to share their culture while also spreading information about the MMIWG2S
movement. Throughout a majority of the videos within my sample, there were symbols
throughout that are relevant to the movement and Indigenous culture. Although the
primary purpose of many activism videos is to raise awareness about MMIWG2S, the
videos can also include creative elements such as an Indigenous song that plays in the
background, clips of traditional Indigenous dances, or the user wearing red. So, users are
simultaneously sharing about their culture while spreading information about a
movement that has deep meaning to them. Moreover, when a creator “duets” a video that
includes these symbols, they are in turn sharing elements of Indigenous culture.
Conclusion
The Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women, Girls, and Two-Spirit People is a
crisis of epidemic proportions. Advocates for the movement have taken to social media,
specifically TikTok, to advocate for this movement, sharing a variety of posts that raise
awareness, spread information, and share prevention measures, while incorporating
Indigenous customs and practices within the posts. Although a larger sample size of
videos and interviews would allow for findings to be more generalizable, I faced
obstacles in contacting content creators and receiving responses. Interviews with people
who have had a loved one go missing or be murdered, or they themselves have survived
an attempted kidnapping or murder, would help shed light on this topic, but MMIWG2S
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is a very sensitive issue, and some people do not feel comfortable speaking about it. My
findings are still significant despite my small sample size because they contribute to the
overall body of knowledge surrounding MMIWG2S advocacy and the growing research
around TikTok as an advocacy tool.
Although the algorithm of TikTok tends to censor some topics and boost the
virality of others, users have the ability to interact with videos that highlight topics they
care about, giving them the power to bring attention to important topics such as the
MMIWG2S movement. Users such as @storiesofthestolen are dedicated to raising
awareness about MMIWG2S, amplifying Indigenous voices, and using TikTok as an
effective tool for activism. Using her platform, @storiesofthestolen has even been able to
create a GoFundMe to hire a private investigator for one of the cases she posted about,
working closely with the missing individual’s mother and the private investigator to find
more information about the case and conduct a search for the woman’s body. Instances
such as this demonstrate that, when used properly, social media has the ability to bring
people together for a common purpose and incite change.
Based on my findings, I hope to see TikTok continue to be used as a means of
advocacy. TikTok’s accessibility makes it a viable option for the MMIWG2S social
movement and other social movements to utilize it as an advocacy platform. This
research is just a starting point; further research on the long-term impacts of TikTok as an
advocacy platform and the offline influence of TikTok advocacy could build upon these
findings.
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